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ABSTRACT
Putting Myself Back Together is a collection of works created from poetry that is
created from memories and phrases. The work is autobiographical in nature as it deals
with my life and loved ones who have passed away. I have found the poems alone are not
enough to fully represent or honor the memory or person they are about, leading me to
create them three-dimensionally. I create from a large body of materials which is incredibly specific to my experiences while still allowing the viewer into the piece to connect
with it through their own experiences.
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INTRODUCTION
I have spent my life flirting with some form of art. Whether it was music, drawing, or writing, I was infatuated. I think I have always been a sculptor, but lacked the
knowledge to view the things I built as sculptures. I grew up creating forts in the forest
with my sister with anything we could find around the yard. Subconsciously this helped
shape me as an artist, foraging for anything and everything to use in building forts or
sculptures.
I began working on my associate degree at Tyler Junior College before moving to The
University of Texas at Tyler for my bachelor’s degree. At UT Tyler I was taught that a
person is an artist and not a sculptor, painter, or draftsman specifically. This idea has
shaped me as a creator. I learned I had the freedom to use and create anything, so if I
wanted to learn how to compose or write a song for a piece or combine a non-traditional
art form with a more traditional art form, there was nothing stopping me.
When I first got to Stephen F. Austin State University for graduate school, I had a
rough start. My grandmother, Nan, who I was very close to, passed away suddenly, which
shifted something in me. I began writing short poems, based either on phrases she had
said or stories she had shared. These short poems became prompts in a way and made me
face other losses in my life. I began evaluating materials for their significance to my life
and the people I had lost, and from that evaluation came a set body of materials I use for
each piece.
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PROCESS
My work often begins as a short poem. These poems are based on memories of
my childhood and my family. I spend a lot of time in my car, commuting to school or running errands, so this is where I write titles and sometimes figure out the elements needed
for pieces. In my sketchbooks, I write down my material choices and often create a small
sketch of the piece, but brainstorming words occupy the most space in my sketchbooks.
To plan the work, I live in the memory and write down what materials best fit the memory. After the initial design is roughly sketched, I sometimes take the design into Photoshop and fully flesh out the piece.
To create the work, I pull from the select body of materials, each of which has
personal significance. The materials are chosen based on their impact in my life and the
memories from which I create. Magnolia leaves and branches, for example, have been a
constant as I spent a large chunk of my childhood playing underneath one of these trees.
Using real branches as well as magnolia leaves cast from a mold in porcelain captures the
death and the preserved memory.
As I work on a composition, I often deviate from the original sketch, causing a
push and pull between the intentional and incidental. Many times I get caught up in the
making and fail to see the intuitive leaps I have made until I am reflecting on the work
once it is done. I have a “what you see is what you get” approach to life, and that reflects
in my art. I often intend to make something a certain way, but it refuses to cooperate, and
so I change the design to fit the unintended shift. While happy accidents do happen, not
every accident is happy, such as a rip in the nylon I am embroidering. A rip in the nylon is
met with a curse word and either a stitch to fix the problem or the nylon is thrown in the
2

trash, and I begin again.
Some of my work starts without a title, but the specific body of materials help unify each work as a body of work. An example of this is I Don’t Give a Shit About Jacob’s
Ladder, which was created one night with supplies I had around my studio. Using materials that are specific to my memories helps me keep my work cohesive even if they are not
born from a title.
I try to create my work in such a way that leaves room for the viewer and their
experiences so they can share in the sense of nostalgia. This room for the viewer is an important piece of the work because without it my work would not connect so deeply with
the viewer. The way I create these openings is through relatable imagery such as tables
and other furniture and the use embroidery, crocheting, sewing, and nylon to trigger a
memory for the viewer. The power of nostalgia is important because the viewer and I do
not share the memory; however, we share the feeling.
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INFLUENCES
My work has been significantly influenced by the passing of my Nan. Her passing caused me to evaluate the work I was creating and the content within the work. She
spent her time crocheting, embroidering, and sewing. This led me to explore work related
to fiber arts and begin incorporating various fiber elements into my work. Writers, such
as Michael Lee, Rudy Francisco, and Melina Marchetta, help me turn my memories into
poems with their own words or poem structures. The musicians I listen to, like Rainbow
Kitten Surprise and Ezra Bell, create masterfully composed songs with lyrics that are not
just poetic but also smart with their ability to turn a phrase. I am most often listening to
these musicians when I write my titles.
Abstract Expressionist artists, the assemblage method which came out of that
movement, as well as postmodern artists have heavily influenced my work. The most influential artists to me from these movements are Joseph Cornell, Louise Nevelson, Robert
Rauschenberg, and Eva Hesse. Whether it is their working method or compositions, my
work has been shaped by these artists.
My works, Birds Fly Indoors and Back Out and Troops Left to Lie in Wait with
Many More Walks Left to Take, were both directly influenced by Joseph Cornell’s shadow boxes and linear compositions. Cornell also used found objects to build his compositions. I was learning about Cornell in an art history class when I designed those two
pieces. His work continues to be an influence on me as I work on other designs.
Louise Nevelson worked most often with found wood, creating contained compositions. Nevelson’s apartment was overrun with supplies for creating.1 She was alwayson
1
Laurie Wilson and Louise Nevelson, Louise Nevelson: Light and Shadow (New York, NY:
Thames &amp; Hudson, 2016).
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the lookout for things from which to create. One of the things I admire most about her
work is her ability to compose large works from bits and pieces she collected without
knowing how exactly she would use them. While I use found objects, much of the wood I
use is bought from Lowe’s. I wander the aisles of Lowe’s with barely an idea of what I’m
looking for until I see it. I collect various objects simply because I like the look of them
without any specific composition or piece in mind.
Robert Rauschenberg was a pioneer of assemblage. His use of found objects
pushed the bounds of sculpture. Where he almost exclusively used found objects, I strive
to find a balance between the made and found objects that make up my work. Line is an
important formal element of Rauschenberg’s art, using a rope, in most cases, to lead the
viewer’s eye from the wall to the floor or from the floor to the wall and back again to the
floor. In my work, line is also an important formal element. In each piece there is a line to
lead the viewer, imply movement, or create tension.2
Unlike Rausenberg, Eva Hesse’s work balances the made and found objects. Her
way of sketching her designs was similar to the way I work as well. She worked from a
quick sketch that was merely a starting point, and as the composition evolved, she allowed it to do so rather than being rigidly locked into the original sketch3.
While I find I am most influenced by artists from Abstract Expressionism and
early Postmodern movements, there are a few contemporary artists whose work directly
influences me. Ashley Pridmore and Nora Scheiber are two artists I have worked alongside for years. Both women work with found objects while simultaneously creating elements for their work. Pridmore has been an invaluable mentor, teaching technical making
skills and how to create a composition that combines unlikely objects. Scheiber’s endless
2
David White, Rauschenberg Sculpture, ed. Julia Brown Turrell (Fort Worth, Texas: Modern Art
Museum of Fort Worth, 1995), 11-21.
3
Mignon Nixon, Eva Hesse (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), 21.
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dedication to her art despite her many professional duties and responsibilities in life, has
set an example I try to follow in my own studio practice. In her work, she uses white to
remove the burden that comes with color and often uses furniture to communicate a sense
of togetherness or lack thereof. Another contemporary artist I have not had the pleasure
of working alongside, but has influenced me is Millicent Young. Young’s work focuses on
the human condition. The materials she uses focuses on the cultural context as well as the
way in which it can add to the formal elements she adds to her work.4
Contemporary poets also strongly influence my poems and their structures. Rupi
Kaur and Olivia Gatwood are two poets whose work I follow closely. Both of them write
poems calling attention to misogyny and crimes against groups of people on the outskirts
of proper society. Rudy Francisco writes poems about his life and the experiences he has
as a black man. These three poets have influenced my writing style and have kept me interested in poetry. Michael Lee writes about his lost friends and family as well as his own
issues with addiction, which helps me contextualize my own losses and family’s issues
with addiction.
Author Melina Marchetta has influenced me not just in my own writing style, but
also in her hooks. Her books, specifically Jellicoe Road, keep the reader engaged and her
use of imagery allows the reader to fall into the story. In Jellicoe Road, she creates a relatable main character as the reader follows her as she deals with her aunt going missing and
the death of her mother.
Music has always heavily influenced me in my life, and that heavy influence is
found in my art as well. Billie Eilish and FINNEAS record various sounds, collecting
recording sounds so that I could use them in my own work to activate the viewer’s sense
4
Millicent Young, “Bio/Cv,” Millicent Young - Sculpture and Fine Art - About (Millicent Young),
accessed March 20, 2021, https://millicentyoung.com/about/.
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of hearing. My top three favorite musicians, Rainbow Kitten Surprise, Wild Child, and
sounds in the way I collect materials5. After learning about this creation method, I began
Ezra Bell create songs with smart, poetic lyrics which often trigger a thought about a
memory and helps me put the memory into words. These three bands create instrumental pieces in their songs that are composed of many different instruments that normally
would not go together, but somehow do.
These various influences are similar to my materials in that they do not seem to
have a lot in common, but each one plays a significant role in the making process; from
writing the poem, sketching the idea, and creating the piece, each of these influences
plays a critical role.

5
Finneas Reveals Everyday Sounds Hidden in “Bury a Friend” and “Bad Guy”, YouTube (NBC,
2020), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I-zeJRjP6xA&amp;list=WL&amp;index=15&amp;t=6s.
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WORKS
65 Cartwheels on 90 Miles of Beach
This piece was based on a short poem I wrote not long after my Nan passed away.
My favorite photo is of her doing cartwheels at age sixty-five on Ninety Mile Beach in
Australia near the town where she grew up and raised her kids. The dark mauve is representative of the aging photo. I watched a video of a guy learning to do a cartwheel to fully
understand the movement I needed to instill in the piece through the installation. Floating
shelves were the easiest way I could think of to help create that movement, and because
floating shelves are prevalent in home decor, I did not see a reason to hide the hanging
mechanism which is why I cut both ends to a forty-five-degree angle. I used porcelain
slip cast magnolia leaves to represent the preservation of a memory. The sand is from
Crystal Beach on the Texas Coast, a beach my family and I frequent, and is placed on the
shelf-like pieces to remove the functionality of them.
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65 Cartwheels on 90 Miles of Beach

Fig. 1

2020, wood, porcelain, thread, brass, sand from Crystal Beach, 57” x 8” x 65”

9

detail, 65 Cartwheels on 90 Miles of Beach

Fig. 1.1

2020, wood, porcelain, thread, brass, sand from Crystal Beach, 57” x 8” x 65”
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Monarchs Fly Best in April
This piece is about my cousin, Kayla, who tragically passed away on Easter in
2014. She loved butterflies, so when I was writing this poem, I used the most recognizable species of butterfly, the Monarch. While embroidery is something my Nan did, it was
something my cousin and I grew up around given we often spent time at Nan’s. The piece
itself is a butterfly moving through space, like a flip book, and the hoops are installed
to mimic the movement of a butterfly floating through the air. To incorporate more of
my cousin, I used her favorite color, purple, to act as a shadow in the design. To design
this piece, I watched videos of butterflies flying, researched photos of various butterflies
in flight, and sketched the piece in Photoshop. While I do not always sketch the entire
concept, for these embroidery pieces, it was actually beneficial to have the design already
drawn and ready to be stitched.
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Monarchs Fly Best in April

Fig. 2

2020, embroidery hoops, nylon, embroidery floss, 42” x 32” x 1/2”
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Fluttering Downward Following the Painted Ladies in the Breeze
This piece is about the first time I can remember catching a butterfly. I was on my
great uncle’s shoulders, under their pear tree, and I caught it on his hat. My great uncle
was the first person I was really close to who I can remember losing, the first person I remember mourning. As an eight-year-old, I was heartbroken that my best friend was gone.
This piece celebrates that friendship, that love, with one of the best memories of the time
we got to spend together. Like Monarchs Fly Best in April, this piece represents a single
thing moving through space, in this case a pear blossom. In this work, the embroidery is
a connection to home rather than to my Nan. The color goes from light to dark to signify
the light color of the flowers during early spring and their eventual decay after they have
served their purpose. With this work, I designed it in a similar way to how I designed
Monarch Fly Best in April, researching photos of pear blossoms and sketching the piece
in Photoshop.
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Fluttering Downward Following the Painted Ladies in the Breeze

Fig. 3

2020, embroidery hoops, nylon, embroidery floss, 46” x 11” x 1/2”
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Clotheslines Haven’t Looked the Same Since You Left, but It’s Strange Because I Hadn’t
Noticed You Were Gone
I thought of this title on my way to school one morning. It is based on the death
of a second cousin, Sherry, who committed suicide on a clothesline. As someone who
has had trouble with suicide ideation, the idea of committing suicide on a clothesline has
always confused me. My grandma has a clothesline in her backyard, and I can see it from
where I sit at the table for lunch. The clothesline has been a constant in my life, and I
think about Sherry almost every time I eat lunch, which feels strange. After she passed,
we did not have a memorial service or a funeral; she was just cremated and that was that.
I remember this being one of the first deaths where I felt a complete disconnect
between the death and the mourning. To signify that disconnect in my piece, I used an orange line which begins at the top of the left side and continues on the bottom of the right
side. The orange is based on a small stuffed tiger Sherry gave me when I was a kid. There
are six lines of thread, creating six clotheslines, and one clothespin on each line that represents Sherry and her five siblings; the first two and last three have a whitewash on the
outside with Sherry’s clothespin having the same orange inside it as the orange line. The
pins themselves are placed according to the siblings’ ages and each person’s geographical location to one another, so, for example, the first and last pins are on the same side as
they represent Sherry’s sister and brother who are in the same town.
The soil that rests on a platform under the clotheslines is a mound to mimic a
grave with the platform mimicking a coffin. There is a sound element in this piece which
is a mixed recording of me digging the dirt for the piece and singing Amazing Grace.
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Clotheslines Haven’t Looked the Same Since You Left, but It’s Strange Because I
Hadn’t Noticed You Were Gone

Fig. 4

2020, wood, clothespins, thread, soil from home, 34” x 24” x 31”
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detail, Clotheslines Haven’t Looked the Same Since You Left, but It’s Strange Because I Hadn’t Noticed You Were Gone

Fig. 4.1

2020, wood, clothespins, thread, soil from home, 34” x 24” x 31”
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Lusting for Lands Untraveled
This piece began without a title. I was unsure of what to work on next, but wanted
to keep my hands busy, so I started crocheting. The colors of the yarn made me think of
a mountain, so I let that guide the shape of the main piece. The common thread in each
wearable I make is the tube-like leads that connect everything together. With this piece, I
used these tube-like leads to pull the form at the neck forward, forcing it to sit in place. I
have had the poem “lusting for lands untraveled” written in my book of titles for a while,
so while I was reading through them to choose a title, this one jumped out at me. The title
is based on the last conversation I had with my Nan about wanting to visit the redwood
forests on the west coast. The west coast is one of the few places she never visited and
once she got her knee fixed, we were going to go, but she passed a couple of weeks after
that conversation.
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Lusting for Lands Untraveled

Fig. 5			

2020, yarn, copper, paper, 60” x 28” x 6”
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detail, Lusting for Lands Untraveled

Fig. 5.1		

2020, yarn, copper, paper, 60” x 28” x 6”
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Heads Down, Asses Up
One of my favorite phrases my Nan said was “I’ve never seen so many heads
down, and asses up”. She would say that if we were all standing around a bucket looking
at a fish, laughing at us all. Her favorite flower was the peony, so the colors I chose for
this piece were typical peony colors. I added plastic and wood pieces to weigh down both
the shorts and the head piece. The piece is worn with the shorts on the shoulders and the
head form landing on the lower torso to reference how a person would stand to be in the
“heads down, asses up” position, and the two pieces are connected again with the tubelike leads between the top and bottom forms.

21

front, Heads Down, Asses Up

Fig. 6			

2020, yarn, copper, plastic, wood, 48” x 28” x 6”
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back, Heads Down, Asses Up

Fig. 6.1		

2020, yarn, copper, plastic, wood, 48” x 28” x 6”
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Birds Fly Indoors and Back Out
My Nan rarely turned on her air conditioning. In the summer she just ran her box
fan and left her front and back doors open, letting birds come in and fly around before
they flew back outside. She kept fruit on the bar in the kitchen, and squirrels often came
in to steal her fruit. In the original sketch, what became the back was originally the front,
as the piece evolved, causing me to switch up the design. I had been learning about
Joseph Cornell and Louise Nevelson, both of whom create shadow boxes or box-like
compositions. I own a shadow box piece created by a former professor that I was looking
at a lot when designing this piece and Troops Left to Lie in Wait with Many More Walks
Left to Take.
It was a constantly evolving piece as I created it as well; for example the original
design did not have nylon or the little feet. When the design changed, I found the front
needed something, and given I wanted a window feel, I decided to add the nylon in lieu
of using mesh screen material. This was my foray into embroidery with my work. I did
not have a determined design figured out when I began, so I let the embroidery evolve as
I stitched.
When I first finished this piece, it looked different, which is another reason I say it
was constantly evolving. It originally had a bird’s nest inside which I thought was a little
too on-the-nose. I tried several different things inside with nothing feeling right. I decided
it needed a second layer in the back, so I glued black nylon to the back and stitched in it
as well. There is a green wash on the feet and a tiny green line on each foot. The green
goes back to my Nan’s house because of her green thumb.
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Birds Fly Indoors and Back Out

Fig. 7			

2020, nylon, wood, thread, 18” x 12.5” x 4”
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detail, Birds Fly Indoors and Back Out

Fig. 7.1		

2020, nylon, wood, thread, 18” x 12.5” x 4”
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Troops Left to Lie in Wait with Many More Walks Left to Take
This piece is about my professor, Lauren Selden’s, late dog Trooper. I looked
after Trooper often when she and her family would go out of town. We would often go on
walks through the arboretum near the university, and one of his favorite places to go was
by the magnolia trees. The back of the shadow box is made of Plexiglass, as I wanted it
to be open but also structurally sound. I had just delivered work to the Rockport Center
of the Arts, and the Center had the most beautiful brick walls. Those walls were in my
mind as I was creating this piece and were a big reason I wanted it open. I also liked the
idea of the piece changing as it moved from location to location. The wood has knots and
chipped spots on it, which when painted white, caused the piece to compete with itself; to
remove that competition, I rubbed dirt on it to give the piece a weathered look. I have a
real magnolia branch hanging from several pieces of maroon thread. The maroon represents the A&M leash Trooper had the first time I looked after him. I also used porcelain
magnolia leaves to signify the memories in the wake of the passing of Trooper.
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Troops Left to Lie in Wait with Many More Walks Left to Take

Fig. 8

2020, wood, Plexiglass, thread, porcelain, magnolia branch, 26” x 19” x 6”
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detail, Troops Left to Lie in Wait with Many More Walks Left to Take

Fig. 8.1

2020, wood, Plexiglass, thread, porcelain, magnolia branch, 26” x 19” x 6”
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Constant Companion: 26 Years and Constant Companion: 15 Years
These pieces are an ode to my baby blankets, which have seen me from infancy
through the losses of many loved ones and pets. By the time I threw them away they were
both just balls of threads barely held together. In making these works, I was also thinking about how to take embroidery away from the hoop, so I used the object which felt
most like family, a table. In both of these pieces, I cut threads and pulled the thread back
through to add age to the stitching and to honor the memory of the blankets and their age.
These pieces are presented as a diptych that both appear unfinished, and are left that way
to evoke the idea of the loss of the maker. The pins were used as markers based on a system I used in sewing, and are left to further push the idea that these are unfinished. Each
sculpture has its own symbolism that ties them together while also making them individuals.
Constant Companion: 26 Years differs from Constant Companion: 15 Years not
just in the color used but also in its height. The table legs I used were given to me by my
uncle. They are from the 1930s, so they are weather and coated in a beautiful layer of
lead paint. Rather than take away the age of the legs, I added age to the tabletop, which I
created as my non-embroidery-hoop. By painting it white, sanding away the layers, and
then rubbing dirt from my house, I made it dirty and weathered. The positioning of the
legs was not exactly what I had in mind, however, the way the legs are positioned makes
the table appear caught in a moment as it moves across a space, and that was too fitting to
correct. The green thread used is the closest shade of green I could get to the blanket, and
I used two lines of thread from Constant Companion: 15 Years on the short side to denote
the shortened time I had that blanket comparatively.
Constant Companion: 15 Years has also been weathered in the same manner. The

30

legs are table legs I bought at Lowe’s while wandering around looking for materials. For
the color choice, once again I found thread that matched as closely to the color of the
original blanket. Like Constant Companion: 26 Years, I took two lines of thread from that
piece on the long side to show time. The legs on this half of the diptych are short to force
the viewer to squat to view the piece and also as another marker of time, in that I had this
baby blanket the shortest amount of time.
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Constant Companion: 26 Years

Fig. 9

2021, wood, nylon, sewing pins, table legs from uncle, embroidery floss,
24” x 18” x 32”

32

Constant Companion: 15 Years

Fig. 9.1

2021, wood, nylon, embroidery floss, sewing pins from great grandmother,
24” x 18” x 9.5”
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Constant Companion: 26 Years and Constant Companion: 15 Years

Fig. 9.2
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If I Could Turn into My Bed, I Would Morph Quickly and Quietly into My Pillowtop
This piece centers around my challenges with depression and suicidal ideation.
These are two things I have struggled with for over a decade. After my Nan passed away,
I found myself unable to get out of bed when I lacked the structure that school set for me.
Once the pandemic started, I fell even further into the depressive episode I had dealt with
since my Nan’s passing. The platform is meant to represent not only a box spring but also
a coffin. It is roughly the same size as I am, at six feet long and twenty-four inches wide.
The dirt that surrounds the platform is meant to represent a recently dug grave. I also created a pillow from nylon and filled it with leaves. In the making of the pillow, the nylon
I used tore and developed runs, so rather than removing the nylon that tore, I decided to
darn the runs back together much like the way I pull myself together on days I would
rather stay in bed. The leaves I used in this piece are from a live oak tree and a sycamore
tree, which are the species of trees I grew up playing under at my great aunt and uncle’s
house. This piece also has a sound element, which is frogs outside my home in the summer, sitting on my back porch at night listening to them is something I found solace in on
those particularily tough days.
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If I Could Turn into My Bed, I Would Morph Quickly and Quietly into My Pillowtop

Fig. 10

2021, MDF, sycamore leaves, live oak leaves, nylon, thread, soil from
home, 106” x 64” x 12”
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detail, If I Could Turn into My Bed, I Would Morph Quickly and Quietly into My
Pillowtop

Fig. 10.1

2021, MDF, sycamore leaves, live oak leaves, nylon, thread, soil from
home, 106” x 64” x 12”
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Memories of those that have left
me with sadness tugging at my lips,
And pieces of my heart sitting
heavy in my stomach.
I will give them away,
just as soon as I’m able
to lift them.
Our happiest moments
play through my mind,
making me wish You hadn’t left;
Hadn’t gone onto what they call a better place.
I will hang
onto these memories.
Preserve them
and You in
the only way I know how;
The only way my hands will let me.
Magnolia, thread, nylon, soil.
Specificity is key.
Giving breath to a color,
red, orange, green, maroon.
Direct ties to
the memory;
the love.
You created with
Your hands.
I will follow
Your lead.
Stitching my love,
Your existence,
into being.
In the hope one day,
I will be able
to lift the weight
You left behind.
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Putting Myself Back Together, installation

Fig. 11
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Putting Myself Back Together, installation

Fig. 11.1
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Putting Myself Back Together, installation

Fig. 11.2
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Kailan Counahan was raised in a small farming community outside of Rusk, Texas. After completing high school, Counahan began studying at Tyler Junior College where
she earned her Associate degree in Fine Art before moving on to complete her Bachelor’s degree in Fine Art at the University of Texas at Tyler. After she graduated in 2018,
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